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Abstract: This paper delves into questions related to the participation of vulnerable
groups in policymaking, providing a snapshot of common trends and themes in this
area. During a DRS 2022 Conversation session, titled ‘Beyond tokenistic approaches:
how can engaging with vulnerable groups shape the policy-making process?’,
participants were encouraged to engage with the above-mentioned questions by
making use of a toolkit including prompts, thinking hats, and insight sheets where they
captured their main insights. Key findings highlight the need for similar forums for safe
and open discussions, as well as the lack of agreement around language use, calling for
a shared effort to build a more mindful set of vocabulary around participation. Other
relevant themes include the need to furtherly examine the topic under consideration,
move past tokenistic inclusion, acknowledge and challenge power dynamics, rethink
the role of the designer, as well as to take into account non-humans in policymaking.
Keywords: design for policy; participation; tokenism; power dynamics; facilitation

1. Introduction: Why does it matter?
Existing literature at the intersection of participation, design and policy encompasses a wide
variety of contributions that advocate for increased participation of vulnerable groups in
policy processes (Opazo et al., 2017; Whicher, 2020). In analysing and reflecting on the most
mentioned discourses and rationales that encourage the participation of vulnerable and
underrepresented groups in the policy arena, we noticed a tendency in the literature to
focus on one or more of the following arguments:
1. Participation is likely to be encouraged in light of the potential benefits that
the vulnerable group might gain, both during the process (e.g. increased
negotiating power, a better understanding of people’s needs from
policymakers, opportunity to be heard, etc.) and as a result of the final policy
outcome (which might, for example, better meet the needs of the group
under consideration) (Whicher, 2020; Van Bureen et al., 2020);
2. Participation tends to be pushed for or justified in light of the positive effects
it might have on policy outcomes (e.g. wider participation might prevent or
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
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minimise the risk of policy failures, therefore fostering compliance and
minimising costs) (Durose and Richardson, 2016);
3. Participation is sometimes encouraged in light of the positive effects it might
have on the policy process per se (e.g. it might make the process more
enjoyable for policymakers; it might emphasise an element of empathy in
policymaking; it might introduce creative problem-solving in the policy
process, etc) (Kimbell, 2015).
This exercise allowed us to notice that while contributions falling under the first two
categories were abundantly present, scholarly literature for the third category was not as
prominent, and still in need of deeper exploration. Noticing the pressing need to further
explore the potential of vulnerable groups’ participation in policymaking, we decided to
focus our efforts on this area. As researchers in the fields of design and the social sciences,
we are also interested in exploring the value that design can bring in strengthening and
facilitating the genuine participation of vulnerable groups in policymaking, which we see as
an interrelated sub-narrative.
Our interest was partially reinforced by the already existing criticism of participatory
practices within the literature, highlighting a recurrent habit “to curb rather than open up
possibilities for being” (Meriluoto, 2019, p.5). In this regard, participation is found to be
often associated with ‘tokenism’, i.e. processes “where the goal is to involve a minority
representative to portray an impression of social inclusiveness” (Palacin et al., 2020, p2). The
DRS 2022 Conference offered a perfect forum for us to explore these interrelated questions
by bringing together a variety of perspectives from theory, practice and lived experience. In
particular, its conversation format seemed to be especially appropriate as it provided an
opportunity to offer a space for contestation (DiSalvo, 2012). By means of contesting,
understood as a social activity (reactive contestation) and a mode of critique (proactive
contestation) (Wiener, 2017), we aimed to foster a safe environment for people to engage in
meaningful discussions and to self-reflect on their own practices.

2. Conversation context and questions to be answered
The conversation, titled “Beyond tokenistic approaches: How can engaging with vulnerable
groups shape the policy process?” was held on June 27th at the Design Research Society
2022 Conference in Bilbao, Spain. It focused on two main questions, which we posed as
complementary and interrelated, with their insights and answers feeding onto each other.
This instance was meant to actively and critically emphasize the need for transformative
change when it comes to citizen participation and the implications of their contributions
toward rethinking structures and policymaking futures (P.-A. Hillgren et al., 2020).

2.1 Research questions
The idea behind the two research questions was to first engage in an exercise of critical
thinking regarding the current state of design for policy when it comes to participation and

2

Beyond tokenistic approaches

inclusion; following that, we wanted to prompt participants to think of alternative ways of
doing when it comes to participation through design. Therefore, we asked:
1. How does engaging vulnerable groups in policy shape the policymaking
processes per se?
2. How could design push for genuine participation of vulnerable groups beyond
tokenistic inclusion?

Figure 1. Conversation prompts for RQ 1 and RQ2.

In addition to the research questions, the conversation made use of prompts for discussion.
These were part of a supportive kit (see section 3.2 for a thorough description), which
included quotes stemming from ‘Applying Design Approaches to Policy Making: Discovering
Policy Lab’ (Kimbell, 2015), followed by an open question related to it.
The seven (7) sub-questions related to RQ1 mainly focused on:
● The impact vulnerable groups might have on the policymaking process;
● The conditions for a type of participation that welcomes a wider range of expertise;
● How policymaking could be more dynamic and open for iteration;
● The need to adapt policy processes in order to make them accessible and attuned
to lived experiences;
● How to foster participation at different key stages of policy development;
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● How to create opportunities toward bolder idea generation instances.
The seven (7) sub-questions related to RQ2 dived deeper into alternatives to tokenistic
participation. Their main themes included:
● How to adapt design practices to engage more actively and mindfully with
vulnerable groups;
● The politics behind opening up participation;
● How to create opportunities for vulnerable groups to contribute from an earlystage phase instead of validating already-taken decisions;
● The role and responsibility of design and designers in providing alternative ways of
operating;
● How to foster a culture of participation open to encompass the perspectives of the
affected groups.

3. Conversation structure
The conversation, facilitated by Natalia Villaman and Silvia Pau, took place in a hybrid
format, with approximately sixty (60) participants in person and twelve (12) online. The
format was chosen in order to encourage the participation of a wider audience, as well as to
ensure maximum accessibility and inclusion, especially as the COVID-19 pandemic was still
taking place worldwide. The conversation lasted slightly longer than ninety (90) minutes,
counting on the participation of doctoral researchers, academic professors, practitioners and
professionals across the areas of policy, design for government, service design, design for
policy, architecture and spatial planning, community organising, and more.

3.1 Structure of the conversation
The structure of the event included:
1. Introduction: After a few minutes of informal walk-in, the conveners introduced
themselves, their backgrounds and areas of interest. The introduction also
included a short explanation of the structure of the conversation, as well as the
two research questions and the rationale behind them;
2. Setting the playground: in the following five (5) minutes, the conveners set the
ground rules for participation, by articulating the main aims of the conversation,
as well as outlining different modalities for engagement. Suggested forms
included respecting and listening to each other and avoiding making
assumptions about other participants;
3. Introduction to the toolkit: the conveners then introduced a toolkit i.e. a series
of prompts and materials (see section 3.2.) that were specifically designed to
prompt participants’ reflections and spark debate during the conversation.
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Figure 2. A snapshot of a group during the assigned discussion time for RQ2

For the second part of the session, participants were divided into eight (8) groups of
approximately seven (7) people each, with seven (7) groups in person and one (1) online.
The in-person session was facilitated by Natalia Villaman and the online one by Silvia Pau.
Both sessions happened in parallel for approximately seventy (70) minutes. This second part
unfolded as follows:
1. In groups, participants discussed the first research question, using the specific
prompts that had been assigned to each group;
2. Participants then reconvened in a plenary session, where groups organically and
spontaneously shared back the main insights of their conversation;
3. This was followed by a second group discussion on the second research
question. Different prompts were used by each group;
4. Participants reconvened again in the second plenary session, to jointly discuss
the main insights of their conversation;
5. Lastly, the online and in-person groups reconvened to share some final thoughts
and reflect individually on one key learning or insight from the session.
The overall conversation structure was designed to provide ample space for discussion,
dialogue and debate, as we aimed to collectively explore different perspectives on the
themes under discussion.
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3.2 Conversation prompts: A supportive kit for participation
At the beginning of the conversation, both conveners handed over individual kits for
discussion to all groups, followed by a brief explanation of their purpose and instructions for
use. These personal kits included conversation prompts (2), thinking hats (6), and insight
cards (1), explained in detail below.
The idea of creating such a kit came from the desire to support people after a long absence
from in-person discussions. We understand how complex discussions in a room full of
people can be difficult, feel threatening or hard to get into; therefore, as conveners, we
decided to offer a variety of tools that could play a supporting role in starting a conversation,
keeping track of one's own thoughts or simply sharing an opinion. Furthermore, we
considered this to be a relevant tool through which to observe, analyse and capture insights.
Participants recorded their trains of thought in the form of sentences, mind maps or
drawings. As researchers, we also wanted to be able to follow all conversations through
these notes, to later spot the frequency of certain themes, and voice out participants’
thoughts on what needs further attention. For a detailed recompilation of overarching
themes and findings, please refer to section 4.2.

Figure 3. Supportive toolkit for online participants on Miro.com

The kits included the following elements:
1. Conversation prompts: Each group was assigned two (2) different conversation
prompts, one for each research question (RQ). Considered to be each group’s
‘conversation starter’, they were meant to be used throughout the entire
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session, giving participants a narrowed-down topic to talk about. The prompts
stemmed from quotes belonging to ‘Applying Design Approaches to Policy
Making: Discovering Policy Lab’ (Kimbell, 2015). This report refers to Kimbell’s
academic fellowship in Policy Lab, a 2014 initiative of the UK central
government. This piece was chosen as it provided multiple and thoughtprovoking perspectives on the role(s) that design can play in policymaking, as
well as offering unique insights into policymakers’ experiences when interacting
with design in the context of policy. In addition to the quotes, the prompt sheets
were designed to also include a dedicated space for capturing remarkable
thoughts and insights. It is important to note that each group received a
different set of prompts for discussion for both RQs, in order to enrich the joint
discussions.
2. Thinking hats: These small props had a supportive and playful function, as they
were intended to support participants in explicitly stating their changes in
attitude throughout the conversation. Participants had six (6) thinking hats at
their disposal, based on writer and psychologist Edward de Bono's tool for
parallel and critical thinking.1 These included: a conductor hat, a creative hat, a
feelings hat, an optimist hat, a critical hat and a facts hat.
3. Insight cards: Toward the end of the conversation, participants were prompted
to write a final statement, taking a moment to put down in words what they felt
they were walking out of the room with. Meant to be a space for self-reflection
and feedback, participants wrote about their experiences, the discussions, and
their hopes for the future.

1

De Bono, nd. shorturl.at/ahlsV
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Figure 4. Conversation prompts for RQ 1 and RQ 2, accompanied by thinking hats and insight sheets.

4. Findings
4.1 Conversation style and participation
In line with our aim to create, hold and facilitate a safe and inclusive space for critical
reflection, dissent, and respectful disagreement, we decided to adopt a variety of facilitation
techniques to give participants as much freedom as possible.
To allow for sufficient time to warm up to each other, interact and discuss the research
questions, we consciously minimised our interventions as facilitators’ by allowing for
‘unsupervised’ exchanges for almost the entirety of the session. Findings from our postconversation analysis reflect the impact of such decisions, as all groups engaged creatively
and critically with the prompts, as demonstrated by copious comments, notes, drawings,
sketches, etc. As conveners, we had explicitly championed this critical attitude from the
beginning of the session by openly stating that dissent was encouraged and participation in
the session did not imply agreeing with its premises.
Lastly, the in-person session made use of extra measures to allow for comfortable and
spontaneous discussions. During the two plenary discussions, participants were encouraged
to contribute to the extent they felt comfortable with, making use of an ‘open mic’ policy,
rather than asking each group to report back to the plenary. Similarly, it was suggested that
participants introduced their sentences by beginning their statements with the words
‘and’/‘or’. By doing so, we aimed to incentivise active listening among participants, who
were therefore encouraged to remain attentive, and contribute to the wider conversation in
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an organic way (i.e. by making statements that were broadly relevant to the ones that had
been most recently made by other participants). Finally, we felt that ‘and/or’ connectors
proved to be effective in fostering respectful agreement or dissent while avoiding defensive
reactions and shutting down.

Figure 5. A snapshot of the ‘open mic’ plenary sessions, in which participants shared their insights on
the group discussions

4.2 Main themes and observations
This section aims to gather and summarize our best understanding of the main
contributions, themes and perspectives that emerged from the group discussions in the
form of findings. Through these, we aim to highlight potential future directions for research
that are considered to be common issues among researchers, designers and practitioners.
The following themes are presented in order of recurrence within in-person and online
conversations.
Participation and moving past tokenistic inclusion
Partly influenced by the overarching topic of the conversation, both online and in-person
groups focused considerably on examining the multiple meanings of the word ‘participation’
and ‘tokenism’ across both RQs. Participants explored these on different levels, going as far
as questioning the usefulness of participation in its entirety (e.g “Is participation the best
way to engage and understand vulnerable groups and their needs?” (Online participant,
RQ2) and “Does participation lead to change?” (Online participant, RQ2)), hinting at
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alternative practices such as dialogue and negotiation to bring about change at the societal
or policy level in a more effective manner. Furthermore, the ongoing debate on the right to
not participate emerged. In fact, participation was highlighted to be time and energydemanding, especially for certain groups (e.g. due to language or ability barriers), therefore
not always suiting everyone’s needs. As one online participant mentioned:
“Something I’m struggling with is participation because for many people this really
asks a lot from them, especially some students on the spectrum who really have to
leave their comfort zone to work with architecture students and teach them
something about how they experience things. And that’s something I’m struggling
with. It’s very nice to do participation, it sounds like this ideal thing, but is it for
everyone the most convenient way to include people?”(Online participant, RQ2.
01:13:32)

The importance of widening participation was also highlighted. Some participants advocated
for “going beyond the usual suspects” (Online participant, RQ2) i.e. those who are - for a
variety of reasons - more inclined or able to participate and share their opinions. Equally,
attention centred on the need to go beyond user-centred design to include secondary users
and stakeholders that are affected by design decisions.
“I would say something about design’s tendency to go straight to the end user and to
make a dichotomy that is a little bit simplistic, especially when we talk about policy
and trying to use processes or to develop processes for inclusion of different groups of
people - you might call them secondary users or stakeholders - but we really need to
bring those together. [...] So kind of opening up far more to a constellation or network
rather than just the end user is more likely to have an impact” (Online participant,
RQ2. 00.58.43).

Criticism around language use and questions
In the post-conversation analysis, we noticed that the toolkit materials used by the
participants contained a significant number of comments regarding language use. As per our
initial invitation to critically engage with the material provided, sketches and notes were
scribbled in by participants, being either explicitly or implicitly concerned with the use of
certain terms used in research questions and in prompts: words such as ‘inclusion’,
‘vulnerable’, ‘marginalised’, ‘underrepresented’, ‘minority’, ‘empowerment’, etc. were either
circled, highlighted or crossed by the majority of the groups, with question marks or
alternative words written near them. A high percentage of the comments focused on
scrutinising and problematising these words, suggesting that their increasing use could
contribute to creating a sense of enhancing the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ discourse, as well as the
power dynamics that come with this choice (“Us and them: wordings of ‘vulnerable’ already
tokenistic? labelling? reinforcing bias?” (Group 6 Participant, RQ1)). Interestingly enough,
clashes between different participants’ opinions were also visible; in fact, some of the words
that were suggested as valid alternatives by some groups were considered discriminatory
and patronising by others, therefore denoting a visible lack of agreement regarding
appropriate, sensitive and inclusive language use.
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Many comments also emphasised how the research questions might have been written in an
opportunistic way i.e. drawing attention to what the policy process could have gained from
vulnerable groups’ participation rather than focusing on the interests and needs of the
groups under consideration (“Question in itself is already tokenistic and opportunistic.
Reframe so you put the group at the forefront and centre.” (Group 3 Participant, RQ1)).
Overall, we believe this focus on language calls for a critical reflection on the unapparent
meanings and implications of frequently used vocabulary in the arena of participation.
Equally, in an effort to move past reductive, diminishing and patronising language, the
underlying need to build a shared language of more mindful vocabulary seems evident.
What do we mean by vulnerable?
One of the most discussed topics was the notion of vulnerability per se. Participants engaged
in long and critical reflection on its meaning by problematising the term and exploring
alternatives to it (e.g. underrepresented, marginalised, etc), along with their underlying
implications (e.g. “We must continuously define what vulnerable is” (Group 1 Participant,
RQ1) and “Who is vulnerable (under-represented, marginated, minority)? How to
characterize them?” (Group 2 Participant, RQ1)). One of the most recurring themes
concerned the tendency to generalise groups - diverse within and among themselves - under
the umbrella term ‘vulnerable’, therefore limiting them to a stereotype, and not doing
justice to the complexity of reality and lived experiences. The notion of vulnerability was
characterized as being context-specific, hence fostering problematic implications due to its
over- and misuse (“Vulnerable can be subjective/situational” (Group 3 Participant, RQ1)). A
few groups wondered about the criteria to be considered vulnerable and even asked
themselves “Who decides when someone is vulnerable?” (Group 3 Participant, RQ1). Worth
noting was also the difference between choosing to be vulnerable by acknowledging our
own vulnerability (where the possibility of choosing might indicate a position of power) and
being considered vulnerable by others, which can be a stigmatizing and disempowering
claim (“Choosing to be vulnerable ‘in a moment’ or being placed in the box of ‘vulnerable
people’?” (Group 4 Participant, RQ2)).
Power dynamics
A highly popular topic encompassed reflections on power and agency in the close
relationship between participatory design and policymaking; in this case, with a special focus
on the inclusion of so-called ‘vulnerable’ groups. Most groups highlighted the necessity to
discuss this aspect when considering the politics of participation, as both conscious and
unconscious decisions inevitably affect current ways of doing - in the same fashion as not
taking action does.
Conversations centred a lot on the question of inclusion per se, partly influenced by the
theme of the conversation itself and its prompts. “Who is included? Who decides who gets
to participate and who doesn’t?” (Group 3 Participant, RQ1) could be heard all across the
room, despite groups having different conversation starters. However, we would like to
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highlight two specific directions in which discussions turned: first, the notion of inclusion
was closely linked to attempts to collectively re-define the concept of ‘vulnerable group’ (see
section 4.2. ‘What do we mean by vulnerable?’). Participants wondered whether being
associated with a vulnerable group affects the way certain groups are included and
highlighted the importance of acknowledging hierarchies, and the implications of being in
roles of power, such as that of the designer and/or facilitator. The second key direction
centred around the notion of representation in participatory instances. Here, participants
highlighted how imbalanced representation becomes evident when it comes to the
participation of minorities and vulnerable groups. As a direct result of this, participants
pointed out a lack of opportunities to foster a more diverse culture of participation, as
opposed to continuing to include a proportionally smaller group in discussions, putting
people in a double-minority state.
Within this theme, the close relationship between power and privilege in relation to
opportunity is worth noting as well. Here, the main question revolved around “Who
benefits?” (Group 3 Participant, RQ1), referring to participatory instances, tokenistic
participation and policy decisions. Participants brought up the need to discuss matters of
participatory privilege, as some groups are ever-present in discussions, whereas others are
perennially on the sidelines, left to merely deal with the consequences. The notion of
privilege was also mentioned in relation to knowledge; having the capability to understand
how policy processes work, and having access to instances in which to gather said
knowledge, as well as ‘learning to participate by doing’.
Finally, many conversations associated power with the idea of dissensus. Power to disagree,
and to not reach a common ground were claimed to be highly beneficial to move past
tokenistic participation. In some groups, this aspect related to ways in which power could be
redistributed through negotiation and dialogue. In others, consensus was highlighted as a
factor limiting agency, a prefigurative act.
Role of the designer and design researcher
Discussions on power dynamics and tokenism inevitably intertwined with reflections on the
roles of designers and researchers, as well as giving general thought to the current state of
the field of design when it comes to policymaking. The clearest connection participants
made between the two stemmed from an open acknowledgement of the power that comes
with these positions, as stated in the previous section. In particular, there were considerable
mentions of the role of designers as “facilitators and connectors'' (Group 2 Participant, RQ2)
in participatory instances, mainly focusing on the increasing need to act in such positions by
promoting dialogue, rescinding power, and mediating sensitive situations.
At the same time, the role of designers and researchers was highly associated with capacitybuilding. In this regard, participants often referred to “designers as capacity-builders” and
“design as capacity-building” (Group 4 participants, RQ2), two complementary aspects to
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strengthen people’s ability to have a voice in matters concerning them, hence tackling the
perpetuation of tokenistic practices.
Lastly, a few online participants engaged critically with the idea that designers and design
researchers should be guided by their empathy when designing for specific groups. In fact,
while several participants highlighted the key role that empathy should play in design
processes, others also acknowledged its limitations: “Empathy is limited. A designer or
researcher cannot experience the socio-cultural, economic burdens of the vulnerable
groups. This would be a very surface-level understanding. As a first-level is definitely good,
but not enough.” (Online participant, RQ2). Additionally, another participant pointed out
that empathy is unreliable, as our own biases and prejudices might prevent us from
empathising with some groups of people (“Who do we allow ourselves to empathise with?”
(Online participant, RQ2)). In the participant’s own words:
“Another interesting thing about this conversation on empathy is that I think
sometimes we have a block on the people we would allow ourselves to empathise
with. So for example, I was talking to someone working at a shelter and she was
mentioning that as soon as she mentions that someone had been incarcerated or had
spent time in prison while fundraising, people immediately switch off and they’re not
interested anymore. And I think that sort of thing comes into play with a lot of the
vulnerable groups we’re talking about - this sort of ignorance prejudice - and I think
that’s an extra challenge with empathy” (Online participant, RQ2. 01:12:21).

Need for spaces for discussion
Some of the groups narrowed down their focus on the conditions needed for participation to
happen in the first place. In this regard, creating a safe and inclusive space became the most
cited factor, with participants further highlighting the importance of balancing the need for a
safe space with having multiple and different perspectives in the room:
“Now I see all these projects involving different groups of stakeholders, and this might
actually be more transformative because all these clashes arise from different
perspectives, but on the other hand, you also have to provide a safe space for each
group and consider all the power imbalances between stakeholders, so it’s a tricky one
I think” (Online participant, RQ1, 00.29.05).

In the exercise of articulating what a ‘safe and inclusive space’ could mean, participants
brought up the importance of taking into consideration different aspects such as people’s
identities and lived experiences, their different capacities and abilities to contribute, as well
as the emotional baggage that gets brought into the room. Furthermore, contributions
examined group dynamics that could encourage participation. Among these, they
highlighted the key role of facilitation when it comes to creating favourable conditions for
people to actively listen, respect and learn from each other.
Compensating people for their time, experience and effort followed as the second most
cited factor in promoting participation. In fact, while many groups focused on the emotional
satisfaction that comes from contributing and participating, several comments referred to
the importance of providing participants with some form of material compensation as well
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(“What is the benefit for them? emotional? compensation-wise? You need both” (Group 4
Participants, RQ2)).
Beyond-human and post-human
In questioning the boundaries of participation as a field and concept, several groups
engaged in a conversation on the possibility of expanding participation to include nonhuman agents such as animals, nature and the built space (“What does post-human mean to
you?” and “Humans+nature+food+materials” (Group 5 participants, RQ2)). In line with much
of the existing literature on eco-democracy and beyond human participation (Gray et al.,
2020) participants explored the need to acknowledge the rights and agency of non-humans
by involving them in decision-making and policymaking processes through proxies and other
means (“Not just people, beyond human-centred” (Group 1 participant, RQ1)).
Several participants focused on the possibility of learning from communities that historically
have been more connected and concerned with the rights of nature and non-humans, such
as indigenous communities (“Posthumanism as a co-design mend that comes from other
places: indigenous knowledge” and “Holistic policymaking, indigenous interrelatedness”
(Group 5 Participants, RQ2)). Interestingly, other participants questioned the fairness of
focusing on engaging with non-humans in a world where human participation is still
precarious and at the early stage of its development (“Can we really move to post-human
when we know of so many humans suffering? The design research field needs to keep
caution of its pace” (Group 6 participant, RQ2).

5. Conclusion
Overall, the session proved to be a generative forum for discussion, full of “[e]nriching
discussions'' (Participant, final statements). At the end of the session, participants were
encouraged to use an Insight sheet to reflect on what they were walking out of the room
with. These statements further demonstrated the importance of these shared spaces for
discussion. As one participant stated, their “best ideas come out through discussion with
those I’m not worried about voicing my thoughts in front of” (Participant, final statements).
At the same time, the conversation prompted critical thinking and encouraged a sense of
impending action: “the questions been asked today made me think immediately of actions
that I have to make and ideas I need to share” (Participant, final statements). Overall, we
consider a few points that emerged from the conversation worth of iteration:
● Despite conversations happening in parallel, independently and through different
prompts, great similarities could be spotted across the rooms in terms of similar
themes, questions, concerns, etc. More than anything, this fact proves the evident
need for more discussions on the many intricacies within the field of participation,
and the value of engaging in an exercise of joint, critical and judgement-free
dialogue;
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● The strong focus on the language being used - and the multiple and often clashing
alternatives suggested - could be interpreted as being the result of the audience’s
critical attitude, which - in the opinion of the authors - is to be appreciated and
furtherly encouraged. Equally, it could be interpreted as a fundamental lack of
agreement on what constitutes appropriate vocabulary when dealing with the
topics of the Conversation. While some dissensus on definitions is inevitable (and
even desirable), a collective critical interrogation on the unapparent meaning of
frequently-used words seems to be imperative, if a more mindful ‘participation
language’ is to be built.
Finally, as conveners, we find it of paramount importance to highlight the value of
experimenting with a variety of participatory methods, by tailoring them to the
circumstances and participants’ needs. On this occasion, we dealt with a post-pandemic
setting, which called for ad hoc thinking in order to accommodate participants’ needs.
Hence, we encourage other designers - as well as other practitioners and researchers
facilitating participatory instances - to allocate sufficient time and effort in planning and
creating an environment in which participants can raise critical and complex issues in a safe
manner.
Acknowledgements: We would like to acknowledge and thank each and every one of
our in-person and online participants who actively contributed to the findings of this
paper. We see this contribution as being the result of a joint effort. Furthermore, we
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